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PRESIDENTIAL ADDRESS 
Historical and Archival Activities 
[By SIR RAPHAEL CILENTO, Kt., M.D., B.S., 
D.T.M. & H., Barrister-at-law] 
(Delivered at a meeting of The Historical Society of 
Queensland on 23rd September 1954) 
Among the honours and obligations that face the 
President of this Society is the delivery of the annual 
address. It is a task that many of my predecessors 
have fulfilled with distinction by addresses full of in-
terest and based on much study and research. I wish 
that I might have been able to present you also with so 
instructive a paper but, my absence from Australia 
until March, and my subsequent illness, have prevented 
the examination of documents and the collation of re-
cords that are essential to such a task, if it is to be 
submitted in final form to the scrutiny of so keen an 
assembly as you who constitute this Historical Society. 
I considered then the possibility of collating the events 
of the year—a year that has included the visit to Aus-
tralia of Her Gracious Majesty Queen Elizabeth II, the 
first reigning monarch ever to visit these shores—but 
all the events of the year are set out with precision by 
the Hon. Secretary, and their repetition at second hand 
would hardly be appropriate. I found myself speculat-
ing at last on the objectives of the Society and on the 
actual meaning of the name and, ultimately, thought 
that you might care to trace with me some of the im-
plications of the word ''history" so far as it applies to 
Queensland and to our present and, possibly, our future 
activities. 
The dictionaries to which one applies at first hand 
for definitions proved to be wide in their range, but 
sufl^iciently exact in saying, as an American volume did, 
that history ''is a systematic narrative of events and 
circumstances relating to man in his social or civic con-
dition . . . an account of the progress of a nation or 
institution, or any phase of human thought or action"; 
or, as an English one did, that is was "a written nar-
rative constituting a continuous methodical record in 
order of time, of important or public events, especially 
those connected with a particular country, people, in-
dividual, etc." With a sly smile, perhaps, there had 
been added among the explanatory comments one from 
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Shadwell, who asked, "How can there be a true history 
when we see no man living is able to write the history 
of the last week!" and a reference to Carlyle's grim 
definition of history, as "the distillation of rumour." 
Both comments are superficial flippancies, for history 
is infinitely greater than the mere collection of the 
personal impressions of any one man, or any series of 
events. The Encyclopaedia Britannica under the appro-, 
priate heading gives sounder direction to our inquiry. 
"History," we read there, "in the wider sense, is all 
that has happened—not merely all the phenomena of 
human life, but those of the natural world as well. It 
includes everything that undergoes change; and, as 
modern science has shown that there is nothing absol-
utely static, therefore the whole universe, and every 
part of it, has its history. . . . Our outlook upon life 
differs in just this particular from that of preceding 
ages. We recognise the unstable nature of our whole 
social fabric and are therefore more and more capable 
of transforming it. In short, the historical spirit of the 
age has invaded every field." History, then, is not the 
mere record of events by some more or less biased 
person or group it is the impartial study and analysis 
of change, to which the collection of historical data is 
an essential. 
In the instructive article to which I have referred 
and from which I now propose to draw largely, there 
are references to the earliest origins of present day his-
torical knowledge of events—the ancient inscriptions, 
which depend upon accident for their survival and give 
no more accurate idea of their time, than a few islands 
that rise here and there above the vast featureless ex-
panse of the sea, might give of the ocean bed that lies 
between them. 
Next to the inscriptions are the fragmentary 
chronicles preserved in temples — religious annals, 
votive tablets recording miracles, lists of priests and 
priestesses, accounts of prodigies or portents, earth-
quakes, comets or eclipses, and so on. 
In ancient Rome the high priest of antiquity kept 
a kind of register of political history as well as of relig-
ious events. "Down to the time of the Gracchi (131 
B.C.) the Pontifex Maximus inscribed the year's events 
upon annual tablets of wood which were preserved in 
the Regia . . . and came to be a sort of civic history." 
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Here, in fact, is a record of a department of archives 
2,000 years ago. We have none in Queensland yet. 
Far earlier were the records of the great empires 
in the Middle East and Egypt as far back as 3,500 B.C., 
which are lost to us. Scholars have reconstructed with 
incredible skill the records of these ancient times, but 
the "Father of History" of the classical period which is 
the beginning of our education in history as a rule, 
was Herodotus of Asia Minor (c. 484-425 B.C.), who 
gave the bare record of events a literary form, made it 
readable and "joined to the scientific spirit an artistic 
sense." Thucydides, the Greek historian of the Pelo-
ponnesian war, carried the method further in each 
direction. He scorned the story teller "who seeks to 
please the ear, rather than to speak the t ruth"; he did 
not seek the applause of the mob—he despised it rather 
—but he applied himself to the laborious task of con-
sulting all possible sources, weighing conflicting ac-
counts, and collating the results so as to make a con-
nected and rational many-sided picture, and he recast 
it all in language that lifts his narrative into the higher 
realms of "pure literature." 
But with this sublime achievement came the pos-
sibility that the ever pressing desire to be sensational 
or plausible would subordinate fact to rhetoric, and the 
histories that foflowed lose accuracy in the search for 
the spectacular. How often have we seen the same 
thing, whether it be in "Purchas hys Pilgrimes," which 
lost much of Hakluyt's researches through the moral-
istic caprices of their editor; or here in Queensland 
where Stuart Russell obscured by his fanciful rhetoric, 
the part Bracefell had in the rescue of Mrs. Frazer. 
It is the great historian Polybius who wrote that 
magnificent record of Greece and Rome and the causes 
that lead to the collapse of empires, who has been 
translated as saying, "Directly a man assumes the 
moral attitude of a historian, he ought to forget all 
considerations such as love of one's friends, hatred of 
one's enemies. . . . He must sometimes praise enemies 
and blame friends. For as a living creature is rendered 
useless if deprived of its eyes, so, if you take Truth 
from History, what is left but an unprofitable tale?" 
(Bk. xii. 14). 
Great histories, however, are produced in the 
autumns of great civilizations. As they decline, faction 
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fighting obscures fact, and scientific study gives place 
to propaganda. In ancient Rome, for example, though 
Cicero said that the duty of the historian is to conceal 
nothing true and to say nothing false, he was himself 
as great an expert in selecting what he might say and 
ignoring what he might find dangerous to the party, 
as any demagogue dyed through and through with 
party politics. As Rome degenerated, history became 
mere headlines as it is with us; Suetonius' "Lives of 
the Twelve Caesars" is vicious propaganda fed to a 
public inured to journalistic filth and hungry for it; 
while his followers in the next century or so, seasoned 
their so-called court gossip with all the vulgar intima-
cies that besmirch our own Sunday papers in their com-
petition for circulation. As the Empire reached un-
heard of heights of industrialisation, and moved ever 
closer to unsuspected economic stalemate, histories 
were no longer fashionable. Epitomes or digests "satis-
fied the lessening curiosity" of the half educated. With 
Ammianus Marcellinus, the last lost figure of the 
ancient world, Rome dropped from sight before the 
advancing edge of centuries of barbarism. 
I do not select these examples at random. To me, 
as probably to the writer of the corresponding article 
in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, they are evidences of 
two facts: first, that all cultures pass through similar 
stages of development and decline; and, secondly, that 
the appetite for history and the nature of historical 
writing, are both related at any given time to the stage 
that a culture has reached. 
Goethe in his "Geistesepochen" describes the pre-
liminary, early, late and so-called "civilized" or "citi-
fied" stages of every culture with a wealth of insight; 
Spengler in his "Decline of the West" traces man in 
every culture from primitive to primitive again. 
Here in Australia we were born "old"—we have 
been called a "moonlit culture" deriving our light from 
the sunlight of other parent cultures. We are already 
in the stage of the city-State, the so-called fatal stage 
of every culture unless it can be attracted to new en-
deavour, and nothing evidences our danger of stalemate 
so much as the census figures—the unofficial prelimin-
ary estimates of population, that appear in the papers 
today. For a continent of nearly 3,000,000 square miles, 
and a population of some 9,000,000, we find Sydney 
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bloated with 1,861,685 people, Melbourne with 1,522,-
930, Brisbane with 501,871, Adelaide with 484,093, 
Perth with 348,543, Hobart with 95,223, Canberra with 
28,277 and Darwin with 8,047—a total for these ad-
ministrative capitals or State centres of well over half 
the whole population, and a total of more than 34 mil-
lion of them in the two overgrown cities of the south-
east corner of the continent, alone. 
Here in Queensland our figure for distribution is 
better perhaps than that of other States, unless we 
consider ourselves as three States in one, with sub-
sidiary capitals at Rockhampton and Townsville for 
Central and North Queensland. Our half million in 
Brisbane, that lifts us to third place among the State 
capitals, is much less than half our State population, 
and of the 17 towns outside the capital cities that rank 
in the first grade, 6 are in this State, namely, Too-
woomba, Rockhampton, Townsville, Ipswich, Cairns 
and Bundaberg—a greater proportion than any other 
State can show. 
I suggested just now that concentration of popula-
tion in cities was a late manifestation in the growth of 
States—the so-called fatal stage. In Australia in some 
instances we already see an ebb tide—a contraction of 
population towards the cities—which is of gloomy sig-
nificance at first glance. We note with concern that 
during the last ten years the population of the vast 
areas of North Queensland, and indeed of North Aus-
tralia, has tended to decrease rather than increase, so 
far as developmental activities are concerned. In the 
course of history, however, it has often been remarked 
that development frequently begins and reaches its 
highest intensity when some new method of mass pro-
duction is discovered. To go little further back than a 
century, we may recall the enormous development that 
was associated with the introduction of steam, and par-
ticularly the establishment of railroads. One may add 
to it the development that followed the invention of 
the turbine engine, the internal combustion motor, and 
the use of electricity; the significance of the race be-
tween countries producing vast quantities of coal and 
vast quantities of steel — figures that until very re-
cently could be taken as prima facie evidence of their 
status in the economic world. To these we must now 
add the facilities for the provision of nuclear energy. 
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In this new and exciting field Northern Australia un-
doubtedly has a prominent place. Within the last few 
days the Prime Minister of Australia, Mr. Menzies, has 
set in motion machinery in the Northern Territory 
which will provide in mass the mother material from 
which plutonium is prepared. The indications at Mount 
Isa, within this State, are that we may have here also 
vast sources of this material, and almost unheard of 
potentialities in industrial and other fields. 
It is facilities or possibilities of this kind that pro-
vide man with the occasional up-thrust that keeps 
civilisation moving. It is the element often enough that 
stimulates national consciousness and civic conscious-
ness to the point at which the people as a whole become 
the instrument of high history, or give place to suc-
cessors more conscious of the significance of these dis-
coveries for the destiny of the country in which they 
are made. 
In the beginning of Queensland's history, when 
men were imbued with what we call in a general way 
the pioneer spirit, one may note many evidences of 
their dynamic energy in the buildings which we cannot 
find the money to imitate to-day; in the histories, the 
travel books, and other records which no one seems to 
write at present; and in the dynamic politics which 
have been succeeded by the political apathy or civic 
contempt of the present day. It was in those early days 
that men began to turn their attention to the establish-
ment of records, but that generation passed and had 
but few successors. This Historical Society has the 
honour, however, to have succeeded to the spirit of 
those pioneers and to have recognised the truth of the 
aphorism that "unless a country has an interest in its 
past, it has no future." We should, I think, constantly 
remind ourselves that in this city of half a million 
people, and in this State of roughly three times that 
number, we have no department of archives. Except 
for a few stereotyped annual reports—in themselves 
not as complete as the brief yearly record the High 
Priests of Rome inscribed on their wooden tablets 2,000 
years ago—there is no continuous narrative of the his-
tory of the State. This Society has spent a generation 
attempting to recover what was lost in the previous 
two, and recognising from time to time the extraordin-
ary difficulty that the search involves and the gaps that 
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can never be filled. We have seen with concern how 
almost daily important records are destroyed by ac-
cident, by decay, or deliberately, for the sake of space. 
Twelve years ago, when it became evident during 
the war that we were living in momentous times, some 
of us attempted to co-ordinate the efforts that had been 
made for many years by many people to establish a 
department of records, and ultimately succeeded in giv-
ing expression to at least some part of our desires in 
"The Libraries Act of 1943." You may remember that 
the preamble describes this as: 
"An Act to ensure the more effective attain-
ment of National Education in Queensland by mak-
ing better provision for the establishment and 
management of Libraries and Library Services, 
for the conservation of the Public Records of the 
State, and for other purposes." 
and that it begins: 
"Whereas it is considered that increased 
library facilities and services for the citizens of 
this State is conducive to the more effective at-
tainment of National Education, and that it is 
therefore desirable to improve such library facili-
ties and services and to co-ordinate same on a 
sound basis: 
And whereas it is desirable that the Public 
Records of the State shall be conserved—." 
The Act is divided into five parts, of which for our 
purposes Part IV—Public Records—is perhaps the 
most important. At its outset, in Section 20 of the Act, 
an obstacle was imposed by the caution of the Treasury 
which has, up to the present, remained an insuperable 
bar to the activity that was envisaged by those who 
secured the consent of the Premier of the day to this 
enactment. Section 20 reads: 
"The operation of this Part shall take effect 
on a date to be proclaimed by the Governor in 
Council by proclamation published in the Gazette: 
Provided that such Proclamation may be 
issued at the date of the Proclamation of the com-
ing into force of this Act, or may be issued at any 
date subsequent to such last-mentioned date; and 
any Proclamation bringing into force this Act shall 
specifically state whether or not such Proclamation 
embraces or excludes this Part IV." 
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In fact. Part IV of the Act has never been pro-
claimed. 
In Section 21, sub-section (2), it is stated: 
"Any person having the custody or possession 
of any public records may, with the consent of the 
State Librarian, deposit such records with the 
State Librarian for disposal." 
and sub-sections (3) and (4) read as follows: 
"(3) (i) No person shall sell, destroy or do 
away with, any public records unless the person 
having the control or possession thereof has given 
to the State Librarian notice in writing and by 
registered post of the intention to sell, destroy or 
do away with, such public records and a period of 
at least one month has elapsed since the giving of 
such notice. 
(ii) On receipt of any such notice as aforesaid, 
the State Librarian (or any person duly authorised 
in writing in that behalf by the Board), may— 
(a) inspect and take possession of the public 
records therein mentioned; or 
(b) Require the person having the control or 
possession of such records, by notice in 
writing and given by registered post, to 
deposit the same with the State Librarian 
or at such place and with such officer as 
shall be designated in the notice con-
cerned, 
and may dispose of such records as the Board shall 
direct: 
Provided that the Board may, if it thinks fit, 
permit the sale, destruction, or disposal thereof by 
any person. 
(iii) No person shall fail to comply with any 
requirement of the State Librarian or authorised 
officer under this section. 
(4) (i) If the State Librarian has reason to 
believe that any public records not being records, 
the sale or disposal of which has been authorised 
by this Part are in the custody or possession of 
any person otherwise than in the official capacity 
of an officer or agent of the public authority to 
which such records belong or appertain the State 
Librarian (or any person duly authorised in writ-
ing in that behalf by the Board), by notice in writ-
881 
ing and given by registered post, may require such 
person to deposit such records with the State 
Librarian or to deposit the same with such officer 
and at such place as shall be designated in the 
notice concerned. 
(ii) No person without reasonable cause shall 
fail to comply with any requirement of the State 
Librarian or authorised officer under this sub-
section." 
Penalties are then set down for breaches of the 
Act, and they include indeed one of those sections 
which have been described as contrary to the rights 
inherent in British law, since it is stated that : 
"The averment in the complaint that the re-
cords therein mentioned are held by defendant 
otherwise than in the proper official capacity of an 
officer or agent of the public authority to which 
they belong or appertain shall be evidence of that 
fact until the contrary is proved." 
In other words, a man is held to be guilty unless 
he can prove himself to be innocent. Much more impor-
tant, however, than this, is sub-section (6), which 
states: 
"The chief officer of every public authority 
shall cause complete and accurate records of the 
activities of such authority to be prepared and 
preserved and shall have the legal custody of such 
records." 
What, in fact, are public records, and what is a 
public authority? These items are dealt with specific-
ally in Section 21 (1), which states: 
"In this Part, unless the context otherwise in-
dicates, the following terms have the meanings set 
against them respectively, that is to say— 
'Public Authority'—means an office, depart-
ment, sub-department, board, commission, institu-
tion or instrumentality of the State and includes a 
local bodv as defined in and embraced under *The 
Local Bodies' Loans Guarantee Acts, 1923 to 1936.' 
'Public Records'—Includes all manuscripts, 
papers, letters, documents, books, maps, plans, re-
ports, pictures, photographs, nrints, motion pic-
tures, sound recordings, or other records whatso-
ever of, or pertaining to any public authority, or 
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made by or deposited with an officer of any public 
authority in pursuance of any law of the State." 
Here then is the basis for the establishment of a 
bureau of records or a department of archives, which 
might be of fundamental importance for the future. 
It had been intended when the Historical Society 
was incorporated—an action which was undertaken 
when I was President of the Society some twenty years 
ago—to build up the Historical Society into a repository 
of records of just this type. It was hoped that there 
might be an extension of this building to house in a 
separate wing not only the type of record to which 
reference has been made above, but also those that had 
been collected by great labour by members of this 
Society, the Place Names Committee, and the Oxley 
Library—activities that developed independently from 
this Society by various incidents and which to some 
extent are now associated with other activities and, in 
particular, with the Public Library of the State. 
You will recognise, therefore, that there is more 
than passing accident in the fact that Part IV was in-
cluded in "The Libraries Act," and you may be inter-
ested to note the possibilities that are still inherent in 
Section 9, Section 13 and Section 16. 
The Library Board, which was set up under the 
Act as a Body Corporate, was given certain powers and 
functions, among which are the following— 
"9. (1) It shall be the general duty of the 
Board, subject to the Minister, to attain efficient 
co-ordination and improvement of the library faci-
lities of the State with the object of placing such 
facilities on a sound basis for the benefit and edu-
cational improvement of the citizens generally 
throughout the State. 
(2) The Board shall take such necessary 
action whereby the fullest co-operation may exist 
with the Department of Public Instruction, the 
University of Queensland, local bodies, and such 
other bodies or societies having for their object the 
encouragement of education, literature and the 
arts and sciences in order that the objects and 
purposes of this Act may as far as possible be at-
tained. 
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(3) The Board shall from time to time have 
authority to make recommendations to the Minis-
ter in and towards the general betterment and 
improvement of the library facilities of the State." 
Moreover, by Section 13, 
"(1) The Board, with the approval of the Min-
ister, may affiliate with any affiliated society which 
desires to be affiliated upon such terms and condi-
tions as are agreed upon between the Board and 
the society concerned. 
(2) The Board shall have power to accord to 
any affiliated society such privileges and, subject 
to this Act, such use of any lands, buildings and 
other real and personal property vested in the 
Board or under its control, or the making available 
to such society any books as the Board thinks fit 
and for such period and upon such terms and con-
ditions as the Board thinks fit or as agreed upon 
between such society and the Board, or as may be 
prescribed." 
and by Section 16 (5), 
"The Board, with the approval of the Gov-
ernor in Council, may out of the Fund make such 
grant or loan or grant and loan to any local body 
or affiliated society in and for the purpose of any 
library facility and on such terms and conditions 
as may from time to time be so approved." 
It may be of interest to add the fact that the de-
finition of "affiliated society," as set out in Section 3, 
is as follows— 
' "Affiliated Society"—Any local body or or-
ganisation (other than an organisation formed for 
the purposes of private profit or gain) the object 
of which, or one of the principal objects of which, 
is the encouragement of education, art, literature, 
science and/or has provision for a library or lib-
rary facilities, and which is affiliated under this 
Act ' 
The Historical Society of Queensland^ by its own 
composition, has an autonomous existence and certain 
powers and privileges which it would be reluctant to 
resign or to vitiate in any way. Part IV of "The Lib-
raries Act of 1943," as mentioned, has never been pro-
claimed, but there have recently been representations 
made in high places for developments along these lines, 
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and there is a feeling, I think of some shame, among 
representative men that there is no real provision for 
the purposes set out in the Act, and that the destruc-
tion of most valuable material is proceeding almost 
from day to day by accident or by time, or deliberately, 
as I said previously, with the result that our historical 
heritage is being slowly whittled away. 
I leave the matter there. I am not unaware of the 
difficulties, nor indeed of the dangers of suggesting that 
the activities of this Society should be expanded along 
the directions that I have indicated. However, it was 
from this Society that many of the activities that re-
present most of what has been done in historical re-
search and the protection of historical records, have 
been established in Queensland. It is from this Society 
that proposals and recommendations the basis of ulti-
mate government action and action through other 
bodies, have ultimately come to be implemented. The 
new development upon the borders of which we press 
at this moment make this an appropriate time to dedi-
cate ourselves anew to the purposes for which this So-
ciety exists, at a time when our history has reached one 
of those epochs when Destiny knocks upon the door. 
The occasion is with us, and occasion has never found 
the Historical Society of Queensland wanting. 
